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Staffing the Empirical Analysis of
Verbal Behavior

Thomas S. Critchfield
Illinois State University

Empirical articles in The Analysis of Verbal Behavior were inspected to evaluate the contri-
butions of new and repeat investigators. The journal has attracted a steady stream of new
empirical authors from early in its history. In recent years, repeat authors have begun to have
a substantial impact on the journal. These outcomes suggest a maturing research community
and provide cause for optimism about the future of empirical verbal behavior research.

Much has been written about the im-
portance of generating research pro-
grams to support the conceptual anal-
ysis of verbal behavior (e.g., Hake,
1982; McPherson, Bonem, Green, &
Osborne, 1984; Oah & Dickinson,
1989; Schlinger, 1998; Sundberg,
1991; see also Buskist & Miller, 1982;
Dougherty, 1994; Dymond & Critch-
field, in press). A recent analysis of
publication trends in The Analysis of
Verbal Behavior (TAVB), covering the
years 1982 to 1998, showed that em-
pirical analyses of verbal behavior
were absent in the journal’s first few
years, but were consistently (if not al-
ways prominently) represented there-
after (Normand, Fossa, & Poling,
2000). Moreover, Normand et al. re-
ported that empirical reports were es-
pecially numerous during 2 of the past
3 years (the exception, 1998, was es-
sentially a special issue on future di-
rections), raising hopes for a strong
empirical presence in the study of ver-
bal behavior.

Publication counts do not tell the en-
tire story, however, and it is useful to
try to understand the dynamics that un-
derlie research productivity. For ex-
ample, to develop a critical mass in its
verbal community and to insure a
steady supply of new ideas, a nascent
research area must generate new inves-
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tigators with some regularity. To
achieve stability and longevity, a re-
search area must also retain many of
the investigators that it generates. How
has the analysis of verbal behavior per-
formed on these dimensions?

To find out, primary empirical re-
ports published in TAVB were divided
into intervals of approximately 4 years
in duration: 1982-1987 (no empirical
reports appeared before 1985), 1988-
1991, 1992-1995, and 1996-1999.
Within these intervals, articles were in-
spected to identify (a) new investiga-
tors (defined as first authors who had
not appeared in the journal in any pre-
vious interval), and (b) repeat investi-
gators (defined as those who had ap-
peared previously in the journal in any
authorship capacity). Definitions of
new and repeat investigators were sim-
ilar to those described in previous stud-
ies (Dunlap, Clarke, & Reyes, 1998;
Dymond, Clarke, Dunlap, & Steiner,
2000; Dymond & Critchfield, in press).

Figure 1 summarizes the results in
terms of the proportion of articles con-
tributed by new and repeat investiga-
tors. Note that, because the categories
are not mutually exclusive, the two
proportions can sum to greater than
1.0; for example, an article with stu-
dent as first author and faculty mentor
as second author might qualify under
both categories.

Logic suggests that in the years fol-
lowing a journal’s inception, new in-
vestigators should dominate and repeat
investigators should be rare, and Figure
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Fig. 1. Proportion of empirical articles in The
Analysis of Verbal Behavior contributed by new
first authors and repeat authors. See text for de-
tails.
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1 shows these expected patterns. New
authors of empirical reports appeared
at a high relative rate during TAVB’s
early years (initially, of course, all au-
thors were new authors). The rate has
dropped recently, but remains similar
to that of new investigators in the Jour-
nal of the Experimental Analysis of Be-
havior (Dymond & Critchfield, in
press), a journal that presumably rep-
resents a stable research community. It
will be important for TAVB to sustain
this influx of new authors in coming
years.

The past few years also have wit-
nessed an increase in the proportion of
articles contributed by repeat authors.
Although this outcome might reflect a
general maturing of the verbal behav-
ior research community, it could also
imply the domination of the field by a
relatively few investigators. For ex-
ample, Dymond et al. (2000) reported
that 37% of recent articles in the Jour-
nal of Applied Behavior Analysis
(JABA) were contributed by authors
with 10 or more JABA publications in
the preceding decade. This outcome
coincided with a sharp decline in the
rate of JABA publication by new in-
vestigators. By contrast, during the
most recent interval of the present cen-
sus, only one author contributed more
than a single TAVB article, and, as not-
ed above, new authors continue to have
a strong presence in the journal.
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The most plausible conclusion is
that the verbal behavior research com-
munity has had early success in devel-
oping and retaining investigators.
These outcomes should lend enthusi-
asm to any appraisal of general publi-
cation trends as reported by Normand
et al. (2000). These outcomes also pro-
vide a context in which to evaluate past
surveys of the verbal behavior research
database. Some reports have expressed
criticism of, or discouragement con-
cerning, the relatively small number of
published studies, but the present data
serve as a reminder that research can-
not proceed without investigators.
TAVB was published for well over a
decade before it regularly began to at-
tract repeat empirical contributors. It
may take additional time for this pool
of investigators to fully cohere as a sci-
entific community.

Previous writers have identified at
least three essential challenges that
loom for the analysis of verbal behav-
ior in the coming decade and beyond.
First, much remains to be explored,
empirically, in existing conceptual
analyses of verbal behavior (Sundberg,
1991). Second, verbal behavior re-
searchers must seek broader impact
within behavior analysis. For example,
no TAVB article appears among the 98
sources cited most often in the exper-
imental analysis of human behavior
during the 1990s (Critchfield et al.,
2000). Third, verbal behavior research-
ers must seek broader influence outside
of behavior analysis, including by ad-
dressing topics of interest to other psy-
chologists (Catania & Shimoff, 1998).
Now that a critical mass of investiga-
tors can be imagined, these challenges
will seem less daunting.
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